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Abstract 
Literature has shown that the interaction patterns in many types of workplace discourse including service encounters are 
transactional in nature because speakers are primarily concerned with getting things done. Literature on cross cultural 
communication of local service encounter interaction between library counter staff and international students proves that the 
orientation of counter talk is indeed transactional and much of the interaction are direct literal translation phrases from Bahasa 
Melayu to English. This study explores how impoliteness is perceived by counter service staff at the International Office of a 
local premier university in Malaysia because the interactions are considered more critical as they involve immigration issues 
when international students come to apply, extend or terminate their student visas. Dissatisfaction can affect student 
enrolment. This study used an ethnographic approach and the researcher was a participant observer. Besides field notes, data 
for study was also gathered from its website and through interviews with the International Office staff. Findings reveal that 
because the duties of counter staff are routine, working at the counter can be stressful due to a number of factors including 
unfulfilled expectations and the level of language proficiency of both staff and students. Therefore, it is indeed more critical to 
study counter service discourse at the International Office as problems that occur sometimes go directly to the top 
management due to distrust of counter service staff. When there is awareness of what is perceived as impolite, interventions 
can be introduced to reduce perceptions of impoliteness and minimize stress at work. 
 
© 2013 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd. 
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1. Introduction 
According to Ward (n.d.), “Good customer service is the lifeblood of any business” and it is not merely about 
getting customers to return.  It also concerns making the customers happy to the extent that they spread positive 
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feedback about the business to others who in turn, after having similar experiences, will also influence others with 
their positive feedback, thus creating more business.  
Kuang et al. (2012) believes that politeness is a key element in service encounters particularly from the front 
counter staff, as they are “the first line of people meeting prospective clients/customers” (Kuang et al., 2012: 
168).  In the words of Aaker (1991 in Butcher & Heffernan, 2006: 39), “one key to retaining customers is to avoid 
rude, unresponsive, and disrespectful behaviour.” This is supported by the seminal work of Goffman (1972) and 
Hochschild (1983) which show how interaction rituals are essential to ‘face’ and enhance customer status 
respectively (Butcher & Heffernan, 2006: 37). 
Butcher and Heffernan (2006: 37-38) introduce the term social regard as “a specific psycho-social outcome 
that is derived from the basic civilities and ceremonial rituals that humans engage in; [and define it] as the 
genuine respect, deference and interest shown to the customer by the service provider such that the customer feels 
valued or important in the social interaction”.  Their empirical findings show that “social regard has a direct 
influence upon repeat purchase and word of mouth rather than through satisfaction, as previously argued by 
Butcher et al. (2001); and appears to play a more central role in determining service outcomes than previously 
thought” (Butcher & Heffernan, 2006:48).  
Literature on interaction patterns in many types of workplace discourse including service encounters have 
shown that such interactions are transactional in nature because speakers are primarily concerned with getting 
things done (Koester, 2006).  Further, a study on cross cultural communication of local service encounter 
interaction between library counter staff and international students also proves that the orientation of counter talk 
is indeed transactional and much of the interaction are direct literal translation phrases from Bahasa Melayu to 
English (Rafik-Galea et al., 2012). In the case of library counter discourse, because the needs of the students are 
so basic, (i.e., students are primarily interested in getting, returning or borrowing books), the language used 
appears minimal – common lexical words being “return, borrow and renew” (Rafik-Galea et al., 2012: 22). E.g. A 
student brings a book to the counter, a staff looks up and says, ‘Borrow?’ to which student answers, ‘Yes’ and 
staff proceed with the checkout process and the student says, ‘Thank you,’ to which the staff says, ‘Welcome’.  
The transaction and interaction is over.  
That is why, compared to library transactions, university international office transactions should be more 
critical as they involve immigration issues when international students come to apply, extend or terminate their 
student visas. Student visas are not like library books, which do not affect students’ placement at the varsity or 
their status in the country as legal or illegal visitors.  Immigration matters are such a big part of international 
students’ life that “efficient system to assist student visas” at 66.8% is one of the top five reasons why 
international students have chosen Malaysia to pursue their studies based on a study of international students’ 
view on Malaysian Higher Education involving 3825 respondents from more than 50 countries studying in 
Malaysia.  The number one and two reasons are “international recognition of qualification” at 72.1% and 
“competitive programme fees” at 70.9% (Jani & Zubairi, 2010). 
Jani and Zubairi (2010) also report that 23% of international students decided on their university of choice 
based on word of mouth and 50.2% is based on information obtained from the internet which can be through 
Facebook, blogs, discussion thread and not necessarily from the university website alone which is only 27.2%. 
This merely proves the point that a positive experience of service encounters does have a positive influence on 
international student enrolment. 
To observe if impoliteness is indeed on the rise in Malaysia, Kuang et al.’s (2012) study looks at the frequency 
of politeness in the openings and closings of face to face interactions of front counter staff of nine private 
hospitals in Malaysia and finds that there is a higher count of instances of politeness in verbal closings (32.3%) 
than there are in verbal openings (4.6%). This means that front counter staff is less polite in openings and more 
polite in closings. Openings are instances in which it is the service provider who initiates the interaction. 
Openings that are considered polite should begin with greetings and this may include address forms or enquiries 
such as ‘Yes? Can I help you?’  Semi polite are those that seem face threatening but are accompanied by friendly 
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non-verbal language that minimizes the threat to hearer; whereas impolite openings refer to openings which 
seemed to threaten the face of the hearer and these were performed in direct (bald on record) forms, e.g.: 
“Name?”; more than 50% of the openings are from this category. 
For closings, politeness is observed when front counter staff moves to end the interaction with usually 
formulaic expressions such as ‘Thank you’ or ‘Please come again’; or when they respond accordingly with 
‘Welcome’.  Non-verbal closings such as a smile, a nod, or just a wave of hand are considered as semi-polite 
whereas those which were performed without any friendly gesture or in a robotic manner are considered impolite. 
This is a good contribution to the study of impoliteness particularly because the data are authentic counter 
service discourse; but how accurate the analysis is (i.e., whether or not the customers and staff actually perceive 
the interaction to be impolite) is uncertain as the analysis is based on the researchers’ own perceptions and 
assumptions. Spencer-Oatey (2011) calls for the ‘voices’ of the participants to be heard; and Haugh and Bargiela-
Chiappini (2010: 2074) put emphasis on moving towards an ontology grounded in interpretivism where 
participants’ understanding are incorporated into the analysis.  After all, what is considered impolite differs from 
context to context, as well as from individual to individual depending on one’s experiences, culture and 
background. People have different expectations and perceptions. Diamond (2010) argues that how people behave 
depends on the situation as every situation is different with different people or the same people on different days 
or the same people with a different set of circumstances or a different goal.  
Sifanou (2012: 1561) posits that “our daily encounters are not finished products but processes related to 
previous and future ones…If this is so, then what is a face threatening or a face-enhancing act, polite or impolite 
act may not relate exclusively to every specific interaction. It may draw on previous interactions and may be 
renegotiated locally.” This illustrates that there are more than meets the eye when it comes to impoliteness in 
interactions; and that the boundaries of local interaction should be broadened to include earlier or past 
interactions, even a series of encounters and consider the participants’ personal traits and relational histories.  
2.  Aim 
Therefore, in the context of an international office of a premier university in Malaysia, this paper discusses 
impoliteness as perceived by the front counter staff. It is particularly concerned about whether the perceptions 
affect the service provided, considering that Malaysians in general are known to prefer to avoid conflict (Kuang 
et al., 2012) and across the major ethnic groups, seem to prioritize politeness and tact (Zawawi, 2008).  
Impoliteness typically leads to conflict (Collins, 2008) but because Malaysians have been observed to be conflict 
avoiders, the impoliteness is withheld and it becomes latent. The conflict is suppressed for the sake of face or 
social harmony – making most Malaysians potential ticking time bombs. For this to happen in an International 
Office (henceforth IO) service encounter discourse is bad for business, thus it must be known what triggers the 
impoliteness, so that interventions can be introduced to improve customer service. 
Although the scope of this paper is limited to how impoliteness is perceived from the service providers’ 
perspective, it also considers the perspective of the on-looking staff who are not part of the counter interaction 
i.e., overhearers’ and the eavesdroppers’ point of view (see Bell’s 1984 audience design), because the perception 
formed by overhearers and eavesdroppers also gives an idea of what is perceived as impolite and what makes the 
front counter staff tick.  The impoliteness could be behavioural or linguistic so long as it is perceived as impolite. 
It is of utmost importance to know how customer service staff perceive impoliteness because that perception will 
affect counter service discourse (sooner if not later). 
3. Methodology 
In order to find out how front counter staff perceives impoliteness and the ways in which the perception of 
impoliteness may affect counter service discourse, this preliminary qualitative study employs an ethnographic 
approach in which the researcher is a participant observer. This paper is part of a bigger study and the findings 
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for this paper is based on Stage Pre 1 of the bigger study where the researcher goes to the research site for the 
purpose of observation as well as to bond and create rapport with the participants. This exercise also allows the 
researcher to gauge the situation whether or not there is a problem in counter service as well as get a feel of the 
research tools.  
As Richards (2005 in Dornyei, 2007: 75) points out, “in qualitative studies, there is normally no real piloting 
stage in which research ‘tools’ are tested”; but it does not mean that certain techniques such as interviewing skills 
cannot be tried out; and obtained data can also be part of the final analysis, unlike piloted quantitative data. 
3.1. Research site and participants 
This study was undertaken at an IO at a premier university in Malaysia. This IO has two main functions: (1) to 
provide services for prospective and current international students such as providing immigration information, 
academic counseling, support services, as well as (2) to facilitate and organize student activities.  
Observation took place at two main areas. The first is the main office which operates from 8:15 a.m. to 12:45 
p.m. and 2:15 p.m. to 4:45 p.m. on Mondays to Thursdays. On Fridays, business hours are from 8:15 a.m. to 
12:45 p.m. and 3:00 p.m. to 4:45 p.m. (due to Friday prayers). The second is a shared counter area which operates 
only on Tuesdays to Thursdays from 8:30 a.m. to 12:30 p.m. Shared counter area here means when the IO is not 
using it, other departments will be operating their own counter hours.  
The observation was carried out between 19 July and 21 October 2012 after permission was given to observe 
workplace communication in general and counter service in particular. Introductions were made and intentions 
were made clear. The sampling here is purposive sampling. There is no criteria for selection other than that the 
participants are employed at the IO. The staff members were informed of the research and purpose of research. 
They were told that participation was voluntary and that they could leave the research with no consequences to 
them and the information provided would be confidential. It is vital there is transparency because rapport cannot 
be established if trust issues exist.  
The IO is a small outfit and at the time of the observation, the number of staff including its top management 
fluctuated from ten to twelve and then to eleven. The new temporary staff hired to assist in counter duties was 
warmly received but later, one of the existing temporary staff resigned, making them shorthanded again in the 
immigration department.  
Basically counter service is only for immigration matters and of the ten to twelve people in the IO, those who 
do counter duties are from one to three officers, sometimes four depending on how busy they are. Busy times are 
at the beginning of the semester due to new student intake. Of the five members of the staff who were 
interviewed, only two do counter duties (i.e., I3 and I4). The other three are considered on-looking staff. One is 
the runner (I2) and another holds a managerial position (I1). The fifth, though, is not directly involved with 
immigration matters (I5). Others contributed to the findings through the information they shared in many casual 
conversations that the researcher recorded in her field notes along with observations made. Data was also 
manually recorded as the researcher did not want the staff to be uncomfortable in her presence.  
As participant observer, the researcher sometimes participates by answering the door or keeping an eye on the 
counter when only one officer is on counter duty and has to go somewhere, or prepare letters (clerical work) 
when they are shorthanded and overwhelmed with other duties. 
4. Findings and discussion 
For the sake of brevity and the purpose of this paper, this section discusses only some prominent instances that 
may be perceived as impolite by an onlooker. This is followed by the factors that trigger the impoliteness in 
service encounter discourse based on observations and interviews. 
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4.1. Perceived impoliteness in IO context  
At a glance, IO staff can be perceived as impolite and the impoliteness mainly happens when students come to 
the main office outside counter hours and: (1) they hover and peer in from outside the glass door and walls of the 
main office to see if the staff are there, what the staff are doing as well as to get their attention that an irate officer 
would go to the door and say, “Sit down!” or “Can you sit down” or “I told you, sit down first”; (2) braver 
students try to push their way into the main office and an irate officer will shoo them out saying, “Out! Out!” 
Impoliteness is also observed when (3) officers have to repeat themselves to the same student many times 
offering the same explanation that exasperation begins to show in their voice – some officers get more 
exasperated than others; (4) the noise level increases be it at the main office or at the counter that the irate officer 
can just ask others to be quiet; (5) one’s personal space is invaded when too many students crowd around the 
officer; (6) the staff feel they are wrongly accused.  
Not surprisingly, there have been complaints that IO staff are tidak mesra, literally translated as unfriendly. 
However, according to I1, the primary complaint is the delay in returning students’ passports which can be 
exceedingly frustrating as delays range from days to months. And the way complaints are reported are usually via 
email to the Vice Chancellor who forwards the complaint to the IO Director seeking clarification. I1 feels that IO 
is sadly misunderstood despite their best efforts, “Puji tak dapat berita. Complaint jer yang selalu dapat,” which 
translates to, “Compliments are hardly heard. Only complaints are always received,” as most students tend to 
equate IO with Immigration. They think that IO has the power to approve their applications when in reality, IO is 
merely the intermediary between students and Immigration.    
Observations and interviews reveal that impoliteness that happens falls into three categories: (1) perceptions 
of impoliteness that stems from limitations at the International office and (2) perceptions of impoliteness that are 
internal to the interaction as well as (3) perception of impoliteness that is not observed in the interaction. 
 
4.2 Perceptions of impoliteness that stems from limitations at the IO 
 
Sometimes impoliteness in service encounter discourse occurs due to circumstances the officers are in, which 
inevitably push them over the thin line that divides politeness and impoliteness. Findings show that IO has 
several limitations that make the IO a pressure cooker-type place to work at.  
First of all, at the time of observation, the main IO does not have counters to entertain students’ queries and 
the office itself is like a goldfish bowl as the main door and walls are made of glass. Therefore, when students 
peek into the office and see the staff at work, there is no working in peace.  
Secondly, there are only two to three staff at one time dealing with immigration matters (i.e., processing 
documents – three copies for returning students and four copies for new students – so that they are arranged in a 
certain order and ensuring that the blanks are correctly and completely filled in, preparing endorsement letters 
and cover letters to indicate that these are genuine applications, and processing approved applications and making 
calls to students to collect their passports) that sometimes these work are interrupted. It must be mentioned that 
the staff seems to be working all the time unless there is an electrical power interruption or it is their lunch break. 
Thirdly, it is also stressful at that point in time to locate a document due to their filing method. Over the 
months the researcher was there, the filing system was being improved. Innovative ideas like color-coded stickers 
were introduced to assist in locating documents with more ease. 
Fourth, because the main office is where students’ passports and important documentations are kept, students 
are not allowed in unless by invitation. This minimizes the risks of missing documents and finger-pointing. If 
documents disappeared, students do not risk being accused of taking the documents. Because of the high-security 
nature of the documents kept at the IO, the high security doors of the main office are always locked and accessed 
only by the staff. Otherwise, students will only be entertained at the counter on counter days.  
Fifth, they seem to be understaffed. Apart from three permanent employees, the others are either on contract or 
temporary staff who are paid by the documents they processed and not by the hour. Only effective September 
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2012, the temporary staff are paid by the hour. The present claim system is seen fairer for the staff as processing 
documents is not simply a matter of collecting and going through the documents to see if the documents given are 
sufficient. Sometimes, students and officer go through the whole process but the documents are not submitted 
because the students do not bring money to pay the processing fees, or the late penalty fees imposed by 
Immigration in cases where students overstayed. Based on these limitations faced by the IO, there are plans in the 
works to add more staff, expand the office and to add counters to accommodate and entertain students’ queries.  
 
 
4.2. Perception of impoliteness that is internal to the counter service interaction 
One other primary factor that makes IO a highly stressful place to work at is that it is an IO and its main 
clientele are international students. Because they are service providers, it is expected that they cater to customers’ 
needs with politeness. If their degree of politeness do not meet the standards set forth by the customers, they are 
considered rude. Because international students come from various countries, cultures and experiences, the 
degree of expectation varies. However, what is interesting is that some of the students base their judgments on 
experiences with other IO in other institutions of higher learning in this country (where they have attended 
before) and find this particular office lacking. Among the reasons shared in an informal interview with an on-
looking staff are that the staff are impolite and they lack language proficiency. Again, what is considered impolite 
is subjective and differs from culture to culture; and if students can view the staff as disrespectful, the staff may 
also view some of the students as disrespectful and this perception becomes obvious when the staff are impolite.  
Several members of the staff have admitted to being stressed by their job and think that it is taking a toll on 
their health. They dislike it that some students do not trust them or think poorly of them like accusing them of 
cheating their money, or keeping their passports. They also dislike the pressure students tend to put on them. 
I1 recalls an incident when a student accused I3 saying, “You take my money,” to which the staff answered, 
“No, I don’t take your money. This money is not for us.” I1 feels that when other students witness this, the idea 
of the IO taking students’ money is planted in their heads, making IO more misunderstood than it already is. 
I4 says once a student accused I4 of holding his wife’s passport. I4 said , “Saya tak pegang passport isteri dia. 
Last-last dia jumpa. Tak mintak maaf pun,” which means “I did not keep his wife’s passport. At last he found it. 
[He] didn’t even apologize.” According to I3, if documents are incomplete, counter staff would return the 
documents to the students. Only when students submit their application with payment would they collect the 
papers submitted as they do not want to misplace the documents or want any confusion arising from having 
collected the documents earlier. 
Both front counter and on-looking staff agree that some complaints of impoliteness are grounded but there are 
also some that are not, especially when customers talk to them from the beginning in an angry tone. I3 wonders 
what warranted that anger. I5 agrees that sometimes students can give ‘pressure’ to the staff and recalls an 
incident when a student was defensive and did not want to listen to counter staff. Sometimes I5 feels upset on 
behalf of the front counter staff because I5 thinks the student’s behavior is inappropriate based on the student’s 
raised voice and aggressive body language and gestures (stabbing the table). 
Language is another factor which can trigger impoliteness and make a person to be perceived as impolite. This 
happens especially when  the interaction happens in a context in which the language used as a lingua franca is not 
the L1, and the grasp of the Lingua Franca (as in this case, English) is mostly fair. In cross cultural 
communication, it is important to understand the unfamiliar discursive practise to prevent misperception when 
using English as Lingua Franca (ELF) or Interlanguage Talk which is defined as talk between native and non-
native speakers of English (House 2012). There was an incident observed when a student came to the main office 
stating that he came because a text message informed him that his passport was ready. They checked and told 
him it was still in the process. He demanded to see the officer who sent him the text message and accused that 
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officer of lying to him. It turned out that the text message stated that his application has been received and is 
successful.  It was all a misunderstanding. 
When I1 recalls students being shoo-ed out, I1 feels that some of the complaints of staff’s approach in 
handling customers are grounded because sometimes the staff do handle students with a lack of respect and 
perhaps also, a lack of language. At the same time, I1 understands why the staff behave that way especially when 
they are busy and they keep getting interrupted. That is why I1 reminds the staff regularly that respect cannot be 
forced and that their customers are students, they are guests to the country, and that they are not undergraduate 
students. For I1, there are other ways of saying ‘Out!’ such as ‘Can you wait outside?’ 
 
4.3 Perceptions of impoliteness that is not observed in the interaction 
 
There are instances of impoliteness that are mentioned in the interviews with IO staff but these perceptions do 
not seem to affect that counter service discourse. Apparently, international students who do not go through the 
application requirements are considered impolite as they are thought to have a lack of consideration for IO 
officers and the other students who also need to submit their forms. The time for students to submit application is 
actually limited (i.e., only on counter days at counter hours). For meticulous students who have everything ready, 
the process is very fast. Those who are not meticulous normally slow down the process when their application is 
incomplete. If they had brought the original copies of the required documents, this is easily remedied but if they 
had not, they had wasted their own time, other students’ waiting time as well as the officer’s time. Time is also 
wasted when students do not bring enough funds for payment required. This can also be perceived as impolite by 
the temporary counter staff who prior to September 2012, were paid by the documents they processed. Time was 
spent going through the documents and yet the documents that were not processed may indirectly affect the mood 
of the staff involved. However, when documents are incomplete, students are told to return once they complete 
their documents and the next client is served. Sometimes, there is a queue of students with incomplete 
documents. 
Apart from that, some students who come in and interrupt another student’s turn to ask ‘one question’ are also 
perceived as impolite as the ‘one question’ normally leads to ‘more questions’ and interrupt the flow of work, 
which requires focus and concentration. How accurately they collect the documents will determine the process at 
the Immigration Department. Therefore, when the students whose turns are interrupted, react by asking such 
students to wait for their own turn, the officers feel thankful that the students say that because they feel it is not in 
their place to say it.   
5. Conclusion 
In conclusion, findings show that it is indeed more critical to study counter service discourse at the IO as 
problems that occur are reported directly to the top management such as to the Vice Chancellor via emails. 
Sometimes this is due to the distrust of counter service staff and the dissatisfaction of the service provided due to 
limitations faced by the IO such as being dependent on Immigration, not having their own counter space at the 
main office, and being understaffed. When these limitations are resolved, circumstances should change for the 
better as stress created by these limitations would be reduced immensely.  As such, awareness of what is 
perceived as impolite is vital so that interventions can be introduced to reduce perceptions of impoliteness and 
minimize stress at work. This will hopefully increase employee engagement and improve customer service and 
consequently, improve international student enrolment when positive feedback is spread through word of mouth 
and testimonies in personal blogs, online discussion boards and Facebook. 
However, more interesting is the finding that in the IO context, front counter service staff sees international 
students’ lack of preparation as impolite and inconsiderate due to time that is precious especially when the staff 
may have turned away students who may be more prepared simply because they arrived too late to obtain a 
number. They also view interruption from students asking one question after another as impolite. 
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This paper also reinforces the importance of participants’ voice and strengthens the notion that impolite 
interactions draw on previous interactions. While observers who only witness one impolite interaction in action, 
participants reveal that the impolite reaction is due to the student being a repeat offender.  
Last but not least, the significance of this preliminary study is that it verifies that impoliteness does not happen 
in a vacuum but is triggered by perceptions of impoliteness. Sometimes the trigger is external to the interaction 
(as admitted by I3 that staff are only human, particularly when they are having a bad day) and sometimes the 
trigger can be internal to the interaction, for example, explaining something repeatedly, or miscommunication 
due to low language proficiency of both parties. Chivarate’s (2011) study demonstrates that learners’ use of 
politeness strategies are very dissimilar to native speakers, which is mostly due to first language interference; and 
higher proficiency learners are more polite than lower proficiency learners. Since both the service provider and 
majority of the students are non-native speakers of English, they may just rub each other wrongly linguistically 
and culturally. Perhaps, more effort from both parties to understand the cultural differences and empathize with 
each other’s situation will improve the overall counter service interactions. Immigration issues are after all, a 
source of anxiety for the students (especially when they need their passports urgently and they have come many 
times or there has been a long delay) that students may be seen as aggressive (through angry voice and gestures) 
when dealing with IO officers. Therefore a little understanding and empathy on both sides can go a long way. 
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